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COMMON:
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West Chester )
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Pennsylvania_ 42 Chester 029
[3. CLASSIFICATION ‘ '
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[7. DESCRIPTION

{Check One)
CONDITION X1 Excellent ] Good O Foair [0} Detericrated ] Ruins [ Unexposed
(Check One) (Check Qne)
X Altered [ ‘L.Jncihercd < [J Moved 4] Originel Site

building exceeded the estimate of $5,000 and that the 73-Foot

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The First Presbyterian Church of West Chester was the first
building designed by the noted architect, Thomas U. Walter, in
the borough, when streets began to be laid out to the southwest.
The church lot was one of the first to be issued for use on the
tract bought for speculation by William Everhart in 1829. The
church may well have been Walter's first commission.

The building committee, in a published address, described
the proposed church in the Ffollowing mamner (July, 1832):

"WE have assembled to lay the corner stone of a Presbyter-
ian Church. The plan of the house we propose to erect has been
furnished by a competent architect who will superintend its ex-
ecution, and whose efforts thus.far; have inspired general con-
fidence. The building is tc of stone, rough cast, 75 feel long
by 45 feet wide, and 23 feet in height. It is calculated to
seat 500 people on the ground floorj; and galleries can hereafter
be erected, to accomodate 300 more, if occasion should require.
The foundation will be a few feet above the pavement; and a suf-
ficient excavation has been made to admit of the construction of
a basement story. The architecture is Grecian, in good taste,
and there is to be a cupola, if our funds will admit, 73 feet in
height from the ground.”

There was no competitive bidding here, as with most commis-
sions-in Philadelphia -buildings.  No-records are available %o

show - how much Walter charged. It is unknown if plans of his WOTK

are still intacte - It has been established that the cost of the

cupola planned by the architect was never added., It is also
known, from contemporary news items and from Reverend Washington
Laird!s Historv, that the church opened with an unfinished gal-
lery, temporary steps, and unpainted pews.

The interior window enframements with their "squinched in"
eared architraves, small friezes, and heavy cornices could be
original. The outside proportions fit an early picture used in
Laird's Historv. The windows were, and are, two squares in
length (This shape was changed in the fourth quarter of the ning
teenth century, when stained glass was installed).

In the ceiling are two iron rosettes set in a foliated de-
sign which meets in the center in a 6-pointed star. . It is not
known what type of chandeliers first hung from the ornaments,
nor is it known what fuel was used. -

The: church.-is part of an urban, nineteenth-—century seliing.
Its neighbors. are brick houses which run the gamut from large
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7. Description (continued)

townhouses with landscaped yards to row houses with small plots of
grass. These buildings were constructed from the 1830's to about
1900. Two blocks from the church, on the same sireet, is a row
of Greek Revival porticoed houses built by William Taylor in 1848,
This group compares favorably with Philadelphia's Spruce Street
Portico Row, although a different order is siressed. .,

In this neighborhood, with its emphasis on brick, the church
stands out because of its stuccoed finish. The starkness of the

tures are further emphasized by the sparseness of itrees and the
wide expanse of new (1960's) cement sidewalk,

The entrance door is about 12 feel high, its verticality acs
cented by its perpendicular division into two parts. The docr and
its enframements are in the Greek Revival tradition.

The pews of today, installed during the 1960'§,rep1ace local-
1y made walnut pews which were installed in 187%. 'The new pews
favor Georgian taste, as does the chancel area,

The south side of the sanctuary has seen changes at least
three times. The gallery of the church was finished before 1850
and enlarged in 1871.

Four organs have been used in 140 years. The pipes of the
last two have been important elements of design in the south sec-

tion.

The facade of the church is an interesting version of five~
part composition. A recessed porch of approximately one-half the
width of the front is flanked by two projections handled simpl
on the front and sides with antae (pilasters). :

Although Walter used very little trim in the facade, he did
express a great sense of the power of light and shade in his com-
position. In %zhe play of solids and void, with the void again
broken by two solids (unfluted Ionic columns) there i1s a handsome |r
rhythm of shadows. Crowning the whole facade i1s a low pediment
with an inclined cornice larger than the horizontal.
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8. Statement of Significance (continued)

seems impossible that the Carmine Street building
was sufficiently complete in time for Walter to have
sgen it and taken the idea to West Chester by 5 June
1832...

...In the Carmine Street building, the famous "Town
Truss," or lattice truss, was used for the suspension
of the ceiling. In West Chester, the ceiling of the
church is supported by the more simple king post truss
principle. Walter was an accomplished engineer as '
well as an architect, and faced with the problem of
supporting a great flat ceiling above a large rec-
tangular auditorium...it is remarkable that if he
copied the Town and Davis plan, he did not also in-
corporate the lattice truss into the building.

...The use of the columnated-in-antis, recessed por-
tico or loggia was, of course, nothing new in Amer-
ican architecture. However, this particular design
had not been seen befeore in a church pian, and ap-
parently the Carmine Street and West Chester chur-
ches were its first appearance in any American ec-
clesiastical architecture."
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i Urban Planning

Aboriginal [0 Education [ Political
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: spurt in the plans of West Chester.

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The First Presbyterian Church of West Chester overall has
s quiet dignity which speaks of an edifice built by Presbyterian
in a2 Quaker town. Even with its additions and changes there is
still. 2 character about the church which reveals the time when
it was erected. The 1832 building is not only the focal point
of its own complex--which includes 1860 and 1955 additions--but
it is alsc the inspiration of its neighborhood. Its further sig:
nificance lies in the fact that it may have been Walter's first
commission and also that it gave rise to a great Greek Revival =

G. Carroll Lindsay, in his 1955 Master's thesis, Athens
on High Street, stresses further national significance: -

"The plan for the building represents an innovation

in Americahn ¢hurch design~and its éxact-date 1s.ex~u
- tremely important...The striking feature of the
eéhurch was its récessed porch with two tfonic cols: .

umns in antis, all placed between an enclosed area

on either.side...It has been supposed that the first: .

use of this.unique fivempart composition (which was

so much copiéd as to become a standard Greek -Revival

church facade) occured in the West Presbyterian Church

on Carmine Street, New York, designed by Town and Da-

vis.in 1831.

It would be easy to conclude that Walter merely
copied the Town and Davis plan for his West Chester
church. This theory would be entirely satisfactory
were it not for the fact that the two churches were
under ¢cnstruction at almost exactly the same time,
Whether Walter copied the Town and Davis plan or
discovered it independently cannot be decided with-
out further research. If the West Chester church is
but one of the countless copies of the Carmine Stireet
building it certainly is the second such church plan
in America. However, since the West Chester.example
is so closely contemporary to. the New. York:.church,it .

{¢))
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In the files of the Chester County Hlstorlcal Socmety

letter of William Dillingham to David Townsend
newspaper clippings, under "First Presbyterian Church'
newspaper ciippings, under 'Miner Street"

Futhey, J. Smith, and Gilbert Cope, Historv of Chester County,

Pennsvlvania. Phlladelphla. Lou S Everts, 1881 P 255

(contlpued)
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